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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this-study.wat to determine the .

reltitfonship between expectations of first-time parenthood and else
. of transition into the roe of parent. Respondents voluntarily

.

odmplete0 questionnaires wring hospital pre-natal classeg or natural
childbirth/classes; post-natal guestionnaireswere mailed to-
respondents six weeksafter the birth of their child. Both the
pre-natAl expectations and'the post-natal ease of transition were
'measured by a 34-item checklist which tapped bosth positive and
negative asgbcts of parenthood. A hierarchial, step-wise regression.

.

prodedure was employed in order to examine separately the effects of
expectations and controlvariablesd P14-natal -expectations, age and
education exhibited siguificant-relationships with. ease of
transition, while,educatiOn was negatively related. Expectations of
an experience atpear tO,be a strong determinant of the perception of
that experience. It was 'suggested that this. might be due to_the
self-fulfilling prophecy or tts an attitudinal component of

)

anticipatory socialization. (Author)
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Theril'havy boa several studies on "the transition to parenthood".

taking on.for'the first time the role of parent (4eauchemp, 1968; Dyer,

1963;
1

Hobbs,,1965, 1968; Hobbs and Cole, 1976; leMasters, 1957; MeyerowitsA
and Feldman, 1965; Russell, 19741 Taylor and garkand4 1974). The results

of these studies have beenkcOntredictorywith some leading to thainterpre-

',tatiOn that the birth of the first chifd constitutesa.crisis for couples,

end others not supporti,ng this contention. Of these investigations, most,

have focused on the crisis aspect of tote transition to parenthoodand generi
.4

ally have used Hill's (1944') definition of crisis. He defined cris4 as

"any sharp or decisive chanee.for which old patterns are inadequate" (p:,51).

I

I

.
r
The studivrhave focused on different variables, such as social class,

:

age or race, to dete'relle why a crisis is,or is not experienced bx first-time
%---

parents. However; p
,

es and orparents. Howev the pre -natal attitudes behalh of the prOspective

a

parents biye not been considered as factors in their transition to parent-

hood, except feran occasional' question or two concerning previous experience

with children or formal educabibn in related areas. Moreover, all but one

of these studies analyzed the transition ex posit facto Though7Meyerowitz

and Feldman (1965) collected data both pre-neatly and post-natally,,the

focus of-their study was limited to marital satisfaction.

In this study, emphasis was placedr.the'pre-natal'attitudes and be-

havior of prospective parents in order to attempt to .delineate petentielly
10

significant factors 1n the assessment of the transition to parenthtod."

'Additionally, this study attempted to utilize a conceptual framework of role

transition.,
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"For role theorists, the social world is viewed as a network of vari

. ously interrelated positions, orstatusets, within which individuals enact ,

roles. For **chi prmitiono'as well as for groups and class** of positions,

various kinds of expectations about how incumbents,areto behave can be die-
,

cernid" (Turner;.1974, 161). .Role transition refers to the process of enter-
. ,

ing or leaving a social role (Cottrell, 1942, 69Y)., Role transition ". . .

is a change id the role expectations or norms that are,revelant for an in..

dtvidual and hence a change in a set of behaviols".(Burr, 1973, 124). ljhe

role or patent is asocial role, fn which an individual conforms to general

expectatiohs of various social categories. The birth of a person's first

child involves arole transition, as the individual enteeethe role of

parent with its different expectations land behaviors,

Although the,concept of role transition has been applied to the discus-
.

sion of first-tiime parenthood, the.relationshLp between the expectations Of 4

role'transition and the ease of the-actual transition has not been examined.

However, there have been saidies of the relatiohship'of other pre-tran-

sitioh attitudes and post-transition adjustment. In a study pf stress of. .

patients facing major surgery,..Pania.(1958) found that pre - operative attitudes

of the patients were significantly related to their reactions durike post-
. .v

operative period. A siciilar investigation by Davide, Holden and 'pray (1963)

.1

with pregnant women supported the'relationshipbetween pre - natal anxiety and

poet-natal adjustment to thelaren4tal role.
A

Focusing upon realittiO-unrealistic expectations; LeMasters (1957, 19a4)

suggested W%at parenthood has been romanticized in our society. Because

',people are so poorly prepared for reality of parenthood, those who are

laP

anticipating the birth of their first child do not have realistic expectations
4.

4
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of what parenthood will be like. It 68 been suggested (Mann at al, r961)

that realiitic expectations abOUt parenthood may facilitate the role,

transitimu
( . ,

.

.
. 4.

'However, On the baits of a well-organized picture of infant'

' .b.ehavior Conpapy.welsizad-imtarmsjof.the mother-1a role.functionsr,
,r-

expectant parents might be able to approach parenthood. with a set

P
'of 'differentiated and, therefore,more realistic expectations. -If

1, each role function is anticipated and Prepared for in terms of it

intrinsic complexity and Its special meatfing to each new mother,
the role transition may be facilitated" (p.. 50).* i

, ,'s
_ - ''' 4

.
, .

FocOtking .on "realistic" or "unrealistic" expectations requires the
.

, .., __

researther to compare each individual's perceptions with his or 'her circum-

stances to determine. the epent to which the perceptions match with "reeLity.4

'o4avold the probtems inherent in apprbacbihg the issue - from this dimenAion

this study focused on the positive-negative dimension of the subjects'

# 4
expectatil's and perceptions.

.

othesis: "There will be a positive relationship between pre-natal

expectat ons*, and ease oetransition.into the rote of Parent."

14ETHOD

In corder to measure_ ease o sition into the role of parent, the- .

parents' perceptions of the-positiv And negative experie#es associated

with this role were measured. It was assumed that" a positiVe perception of

,the experience of parenthood indicated a higher degree of ease of role

, vransition.

. The questionnaire was based on thOse used by Hobbs (1965) and Russell

'(1974). Hobbs developed a checklist to measure degree oLcrisis associated

with'the birth of the first child; Russell fashioned a similar. checklist

to measure gratification.r The items from these two chekcliets were inte-

. .

grated in random order into a 34-item checklist which was used as the basis .

i-

of both the pre-natal and the'post-natal qu ttonnaires.. The checklist, was

I5
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F used pre-natally to measure expectations toward 'the iarental role; it was.

,

used post-natally to measumease of transition into the'pariptal role.
/

tittle Melle tektected from.parent classes at two hospitals in a medium-

size city_in a isi,d-westein state. -Each of the people who attended'
A

e
,

cIasses.in January, February and March; 1975, was given a copy o the pre-
,

natal questionnaire to complete voluntarily during the'first ession of
, -

the parent classes. ,Thoserespou4ents who had previously d a ch4 were
..L

I ,0

eliminated, as were,tkree respondenis 'Ifho-failed to fill t their names and

.

\ ,
.

The same; was complisad of 32-fem4es and 29 males. The age rangei
. .

, :

, was from 19 t6:32, While the mean end median slew:were 24 and 25 years, te-
. , .

.-
, ,...4. ,.

t4Jectivety. While 11of th2nhjects were not employe* 11 had blue-collar4,

.

.Occupations, and 31 were white - dollar wotkers: Virtually everyone in the

/ .',

addresses to allow a post-nata4'quesitonnaire to be m led. Only,five

persons refused to complete the pre7natal questionn ire.

..e

. Six weeks after the birth of their child, tye parenee.we e maile(d two

, .

copies of the
it
post-natal questionnaire, along

//
frith 'a stampe4, addressed

,envelope. Follow-up calls were made to cOpples who had not returned their

(

41t CIquestionnaires after two weeks. One h _u re and thirty were mailed out and, .

61 were returned, ytelding'a final sfle of 61.

' An examination of the pre-natal responses ofirgose who did nOt return'

the post-natal questionnaires reealed that They did not differ significantly

from the final simple in terms of pre-natal-ittitudes and expectations.' The
.

.

I mean value of the expectationAmores for the r4pondents was 7.804 while it
A.. .

.- ,

was 7.42 for the non - respondents, (t 1. 07, af = 123): ''An earliir hthdy

. /
/ "i s;

comparing first-time parents who had, attended
-

parent classes 10t1ite who I

. -: ,

t , - ,

'

.

has not, also. yielded Up:significant differences between the two groups
,

(Main at al., 1961).

' ,
r
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sampleliad at least a high school education; almdtt half had completed only

12 years of education, but the range in educdtional level was from high school

to 1164 Acnvhoi,MAiiiage at the time of the'birth.of the child ranged

'
from eight months to eight years; the median,, as wett as the mean and the

.,

modal .category, was 36 monha. .

, 1 e
Ease of transition. into the parIntel tole was 'measured by a respondent's

- .
. -N $

t

total score on both the negative- r crisis items and the positive.or gratifi-

cation items. The responses were scored in the following manner:. for the

,
gratifiCation items (which were taken from Russell's checklist), a response '

of,"not all" ilas assignedka score of a response of "somewhat" wakes-
.

signed a.score of 1, and response of "very much" mss. assigned a score of 2;_,

u-foi the critis item (which were taken from Hobbs' checkltstl, a response of
4 . )

"not at all" was ,assigned a score of 0, a response 'of "somewhat", wee fssigned

a score of -1, and a response of "very much* was assigned a score of -2.

Possible scores ranged from -4'1, to +26.

Multiple regression (*rlinger and Pedhazur, 1973) was-used to.enalyze

the hypothesized relationship between expectations and ease of transition into-

the-roleof parent. While multiple regression was designed for interval-level

'veriableb,rit may be used even if the data satisfy bnly the assumption of

ordinal-level measurement, (Labovitz, 1970),

Education, sex, age, occupation and length'Of,marriage were used-is

control variables in the analysis. These variables were selectekor two

reasons. First,' previous studies of the transition to parenthopcliad found

.
these variables to be significantly related to the crisis or.gzatificetion

of parenthood (Dye;, 1963;116bbs, 1965, 1968; LeMastere,1957; Russell, 1974).

It seemed advisable to control the effects of -these variables in, order to

.

examine more closely the hypothesized relationships.'Second, these variables,

7
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were, in many cases, correlated with the independent iiariable4 again if

11,

was necessary td control for the effects of these 'variables to examine the.

.hypothesized relationship.. In order to examine separately the effects of
.

theie variables; a hierarchicaWatepwiseeregtession procedure was enployed.I

6

RESULTS . 4

Hypothesis: There will be a positive relationship between pre-natal'

expectations and ease of transition into.the role of parent.

When ease of transition into the parental role was regressed on ex-

pectations of the parental role, a significant relationship emerged in the

hypothesized,direction (see Table.12. The hypothesis is therefore accepted.

Additionally significant relationships' were found bellseen ease of transi-

tion and two Of the control variables: .a positive relationship' between age

and ease of transition and a negative relationship between education and ,

ease of tiwansition__(see_Table 1). Interaction effects were examined& and _

were not found to be significant (F = .79, df = 14, 35).

Since the average ease of transition score was 6, with a possible tange

of -42 tq +29, this -indicates that, in general,- the.trandition into the role:

of parint was perceived as'a positive experience. This finding would be

V
expeCted, due, in part, to the age of *_lam child at the time of the parentra

e
,e

evaluation of the parental experience. Previous studiesAwhich"had explored

the experience of first -time parenthood yfelded different results. These

differentes Mily be due to the age of the child at the time of data collection

In those studies in which the child was over two years_ old, the transition

to parenthood was reported to be a negative or "crisis" experience (Dyer,

1963; LeMasters, 1957).. However, in those studies in which the child was.

less than one year old at the time the data were, gathered, this negative ex-

perience of parenthood was not reported (Hobbs, 1965, 19614 Russell, 1974).

t .

Since data for the present study were Collected when the child wee six weeks

4
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-old, a positive perception tt the parental,experienc, ii, consistent with'
1 1

the findings.of similar research.
1 1

,

S
. Tho flacitn. WA age' posit/1.141y related to ease 91 "transition into

.
..

...

the parental rOle seems lOgIcal. It would seta: to be '!ore likely that parents

'... who are relatively older are ?more readyto assume the responsibilities of

the parental role. There -ta a negatirrelattonship between educaticcin and
-, 't

, a

ease of role' transition. Perhaps this As due to more educated plat desiring.

more individual fulfillment and, so, having a negative' reaction to the

physical constraints lind time demands'of caring for an infant.
1

,

.

The hypothesized positive relationship between expectations of parent-
,

hood and ease of transition into the role of parent wai.faindo. It

appears that expectations of an experience color a person's,perception of

il
that experience. A pirson who has lower or negative expectations toward

# 1
,

-,,,,_

the parentaliprole, or who feels pessimistic about being 4"-Oarent, is ilkely
. ..

s .

to have a negative perception of the experience of becoming a parent.

. A person who has higher or positive. expectations toward the parental role,

or who feels' ptimistic about being a parent, is likely to have a positive"

perception of the
.

experience of becoming parent.

Perhaps this is due largely to the "self-fulfilling prophecy" (Merton)

1968): a person's expectations die situation determine, in large part, the

outcome of that situation. These findings seem to fit that explanation, .

since expectations of the role was a strong determinant of perception of the

experience of becoming a pareht. It is also piorsible that expectations are

. an attitudinal component of anticipatory socialization, in which expectant

parents take on the (perceived) values of parents and make an easier adjust-

went to parenthood.

I
9 /
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In further-sfuaies,,add.ktional attention .could be paid to the function
$ e, ,

of.roleippectaXions in role transition, iperhaps
#
to examine further the -pro -.- . ,

-1 . .

'C

8.

*cesi,hy which expectations of the parentil rQle.affect one's experietee in

4
that role.

'

. . / .

i

&Mid 11 a t 1. 0 n of the time f IX t 0 r would be worthwhile. a ltti g It t . she d. s me

.

. i

light on this. .prpcess of role transition to have datittollected frotnthe same
.

v ,

,

.-:ggitAieli-at various points 'after the birth of the child. If this could be

continued until the chil4 was tw(Nrthree year old,;t1tis could be used to

,. clarify the pregeptli(dtscrepintifindings. The necesary changes invorVed in

the continual adjustient to the role of parent could be examined and better

understood. .

`

2
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r TABLE 1. -Regression Analysis of Ease of Transition on Expecta;jons
oT 'Parental Role - ' 1 \.

M.
Vulabls/IT'm

Education

Age ',
-

Fenale(\

White Collar

Blue Collar

'Expectations

R2 .3967

.* p < .05

4* p< .01
.*** p ( .001

I

4

9

Raw Regression Standartlized

Coefficient Coefficient F-Values

-1.4730 -.3954

.1.6112 ..4912 16:4280**

-1.5825 :-.0743 .3162

.6387 .0300 1.03827,

- .589.6 -.0213 :0210
...

73696 . .2951 . 6.4635*

A

. .

.

I
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